Proponents of American Head Start programmes in the 60s and early 70s promised boldly that preschool attendance would increase the intelligence, school attainment, and self concept of disadvantaged children. Similar optimism lay behind the British Educational Priority Area programmes that were aimed at eradicating social inequality by helping children from poor families to participate at school on an equal footing with their more privileged peers.' The first wave of evaluation studies on both sides of the Atlantic was so cheering that optimism reigned for several years. Then came the disappointing 'wash-out' research, notably the Westinghouse study showing a grim picture of 'extra' skills which disappeared three to four years after children left the preschool. 2 There was much pessimism about early education until a group of American researchers began a rigorous study of the long term effects of compensatory education.3 They ignored 'garden variety' programmes (which excluded most of the federally funded Head Start) and focused instead on intervention projects that employed rigorous research designs. Lazar et al limited the follow up study to the effects of preschool projects with sample size greater than 100 children, which employed quantitative assessment measures, comparison or control groups, and follow up after children entered school. By these strict criteria 11 carefully monitored programmes were chosen for follow up study. Approximately 2000 preschool 'graduates' were tracked down in adolescence and researchers investigated their school and employment records, as well as interviewing their families.
Results showed clearly that attendance at excellent, cognitively orientated preschool programmes was associated with later school competence. More specifically, preschool graduates were less likely to be assigned to 'special' schools or to be retained in grade. At interview, researchers found that preschool graduates were more likely than controls to give achievement related answers to the invitation 'tell me something you've done that made you feel proud'. The interviews with children and parents showed that early education affected the achievement orientation of the entire family, giving the child confidence in his own self efficacy. 4 The most carefully controlled of all 11 programmes reviewed by Lazar et al was the High/Scope project.5 The table summarises the main findings on 123 children who were followed up to the age of 19. A sophisticated cost-benefit analysis was carried out and it showed that 'for every $1000 that was invested in the preschool programme, at least $4130 (after inflation) has been or will be returned to '6 society'. These calculations were based on the financial cost to society of juvenile delinquency, remedial education, and joblessness-set against the running costs of an excellent preschool programme.
Although American studies cannot prove that all preschool programmes will cause lasting improvements, they do demonstrate that early education can 
